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Abstract 
This paper attempts to apply the constructivist approach to the use of new media and to analyze its impact on the instructional 
design in Social Studies. Our aim is to highlight the connection among the constructivist principles, the learning environment 
enhanced by the use of the new media and the activities specific to the social studies didactics. The article starts from nowadays 
social needs, identifies the main issues of the constructivist approach to the new media, presents some examples of good practice 
and discusses their consequences for the students' learning as well as possible challenges for the teaching-learning process. 
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1. Introduction 
The paper proceeds in four stages. Firstly, it starts from nowadays circumstances and it discusses the impact of 
the new media on everyday life and especially on teenagers, as well as the expectations of the society and of the 
employers from the school graduates. 
Secondly, it develops a basic presentation of the constructivist approach on new media, from the point of view of 
the constructivist main principles in learning. 
Thirdly, this article analyzes the Social Studies teaching-learning process according to the constructivist approach 
on new media and the consequences of such an approach for the Social Studies teaching-learning process; a special 
focus is on the necessity of reconsidering the methodological approaches, the types of interaction between students 
and teachers and even the teaching environment itself. In this stage, the main accent of the paper is to illustrate the 
infusion of the constructivist approach to the new media within the Social Studies teaching-learning contexts. 
Finally, the article discusses some challenges, to both teachers and students in the development of Social Studies 
classes according to the constructivist approach on the new media. 
We hope to provide arguments in favour of a constructivist approach to the new media in the Social Studies 
didactics. 
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2. The research 
2.1.  Impact of new media on students; the skills of school graduates that are valued by the society and employers 
Starting from the impact of the out-of-school media on students, this paper analyzes how the new media can be 
exploited from the informal situations into the formal situations such as the teaching-learning process. In the same 
time, the focus is not the perspective of the specialized subjects (such as Computer Science). Instead we will take 
the point of view of Social Studies which is a school subject that relates rather to the students’ general culture. The 
new media are seen as a medium of education and not as a mere instructional tool, which is the common use in 
nowadays teaching approaches within most of the school disciplines. This is why we shall refer to the use of new 
media in the teaching-learning process for Social Studies, as a medium of education. In the same time the paper 
considers the skills that are required by employers when they hire a person. A simple analysis of the job ads, 
published by various companies in mass media shows that the skills that are mostly looked for are: decision making, 
problem solving, working in teams, cooperation, organizational skills, initiative and creativity. (Zemsky, 1994). 
What are the main consequences of the facts mentioned above from the point of developing the instructional 
process and especially the Social Studies teaching-learning process in the Romanian schools? When we attempt an 
answer to this question, we have to take into consideration that the school mission is to prepare students for the real 
life and for lifelong learning, to be successful in both their personal and professional life. Considering that skills like 
those mentioned above have to be learned and practiced by students in school, this article is analyzing the necessity 
of changing the methodological approach of the Social Studies teaching-learning process according to a new 
perspective, i.e. the constructivist approach. 
2.2. Basic presentation of the constructivist approach on new media 
With starting points in the works of Piaget (1970, 1972) and Vygotsky (1978, 1986), the constructivist theory 
was developed especially in the last several decades. Jean Piaget (1967) considered that children construct the 
knowledge of the real world through assimilation and accommodation. Lev Vygotsky (1986) emphasized the 
cultural and social influences on cognitive development. According to the constructivist approach, knowledge and 
learning are based on connecting new information/experience to previously acquired information/experience and on 
cooperating with others. The development of the instructional design implies to make changes in the teaching 
environment itself, such as to create an environment, a context that put together these necessary conditions. 
Despite the differences between the representatives of the constructivist theory, the constructivist approach of 
learning focuses especially on the following aspects as a consensus: a.) the students construct their knowledge, 
learning; b.) the process of learning is an active and not a passive one; c.) the student has a central position in the 
learning process; d.) the students have to use their knowledge to solve meaningful and complex problems; e.) the 
learning process is based on cooperation, collaboration; students learn through interaction with others, as a result of 
the discussions with others, the discussions having the role to conduct them to a better understanding and learning; 
f.) the role of the teacher is to guide students to become actively involved in their learning (Copley, 1992). The main 
values of the constructivist perspective of learning according to Lebow (1993) are: collaboration, personal 
autonomy, generativity, reflectivity, active engagement, personal relevance and pluralism. 
These issues regarding the constructivist approach have implications in the design of the educational process. 
Lebow (1993) proposes five principles towards a new mindset. 
Principle 1 Maintain a buffer between the learner and the potentially damaging effects of instructional practices by: 
- Increasing emphasis on the emotional domain of learning. 
- Making instruction personally relevant to the learner. 
- Helping learners develop skills, attitudes, and beliefs that support self-regulation of the learning process. 
- Balancing the tendency to control the learning situation with a desire to promote personal autonomy. 
Principle 2 Provide a context for learning that support both autonomy and relatedness. 
Principle 3 Embed the reasons for learning into the learning activity itself. 
Principle 4 Support self-regulated learning by promoting skills and attitudes that enable the learner to assume 
increasing responsibility for the developmental restructuring process. 
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Principle 5 Strengthen the learner’s tendency to engage in intentional learning processes, especially by 
encouraging the strategic exploration of errors. 
Jonassen (1992) discusses about the main facilities opened by the constructivist media of learning and stresses on 
the following aspects: a.) they offer multiple perspectives on the real world which present its complexity; b.) they 
encourage the reflection on the experiences; c.) they develop a collaborative construction of knowledge through 
social negotiation and not through competition. 
The added value of the present article consists in the discussion on a specific issue. Our purpose is not to refer to 
constructivism in general terms but to discuss the constructivist approach to new media. From our point of view the 
latter offers new opportunities in the instructional design: the basic principles of constructivism can be supported, by 
the use of computers in the teaching-learning process, in the construction of knowledge, of learning; with the help of 
World Wide Web, the use of computers offers great opportunities to students such as excellent searching tools and a 
wide access to a variety of information. This information can be used in solving problems and in the construction of 
new knowledge, according to the rhythm and styles of the students’ work. This way of making use of the new media 
illustrates the constructivist approach to their benefit as a learning medium. 
2.3.  The Social Studies teaching-learning process according to the constructivist approach on new media 
Why this orientation in the teaching-learning of Social Studies? Social Studies prepare students for their participation 
as future citizens in the community where they live and work, according to their rights and responsibilities. In the same 
time, the aims of studying Social Studies are to develop a proactive attitude, to develop their sense of initiative and 
entrepreneurship and also strategies of intellectual work. These aims involve a change in the instructional design, as a shift 
of paradigm: the students have to learn how to participate through participation instead of learning about participation and 
about its importance. On the other hand, computers, as a medium of learning, help teachers in the instructional design and 
in the development of learning activities both in the process of education and in its content. 
A constructivist approach on new media in the Social Studies teaching-learning process involves changes on various 
levels; for example: a.) the methodology shifts from a traditional approach to a modern and proactive approach; 
b.) the roles and the types of interaction between students and teachers shift from the teachers’ central position to the 
student-centered perspective; c.) the learning environment: the computers offer the opportunity to new media-based 
learning, to a learning environment that is opened to different information and experiences, to virtual learning; these 
opportunities are not specific to the traditional classroom where the teacher teaches according to textbooks and other print 
instructional materials; in the new learning environment, the teacher becomes a guide and a facilitator of the students’ 
activity. 
Some illustrations can offer examples of these changes. The role of new media as a medium of education is 
related, at least to two aspects: they are a source of information and they provide a virtual learning environment. The 
first aspect of this role can be illustrated by those problem solving situations where the students need to use 
information which is produced by them instead of items of information that are offered by the teacher. This process 
of information production is performed according to personalized steps, depending on the students’ acquisitions, 
style and rhythm of work. Looking for information and processing information according to one’s needs are abilities 
that relate to a functional competence. To illustrate the second aspect of this role we can mention, for example, the 
involvement of students in making decisions to solve a problem. In this case, a virtual learning environment, 
supported by an educational game offers to students the opportunity to simulate the effects of the decisions they 
make and to challenge them to observe if their decisions are appropriate or not. In Economics, for instance, 
computer software allows students to see the effects of the good or less good or worst decisions in managing the 
community’s funds. If the decisions that were made are inappropriate, the number of inhabitants of the community 
decreases, the buildings and the streets fall into ruin. On the contrary, if the students’ decisions are appropriate, the 
community flourishes and it becomes prosperous. The advantages of participating in a simulation through a virtual 
learning environment are, at least, the following: the students can be confronted with the complexity of decision 
making, the changes of the decisions, according to new options; the students can be immediately confronted with the 
effects of the decisions they made, by direct observation of the possible implications of their decisions; the students 
can understand the necessity to prepare for decision making irrespective of how much these challenge their 
professional or personal life. 
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We offer below an example of good practice in this respect. The Active Watch - Media Monitoring Agency - ran 
a Comenius project on new media education that developed an educational package: “Let’s Discover Together 
What’s Behind the News” to be used in extracurricular activities. The project (“On Air: Effective Use of Media for 
School Education”) was coordinated by Sapienza University from Rome, with partners from five European 
countries. Stressing on the use of the new media, the project intended to develop media literacy, i.e. the ability of 
students to access, understand, evaluate and create media messages. The aim of the project was to develop the 
students’ critical thinking in approaching the new media and especially the Internet. The educational package “Let’s 
Discover Together What’s Behind the News” has been developed in the project as an educational instrument for 
teachers and is implemented in the Romanian schools; its major learning purpose is to develop the critical thinking 
of students towards news and media messages in general and the rationale behavior of students, as news’ consumers. 
The target population is represented by 14-18 years old students. (More details can be found to the following 
address: http://www.activewatch.ro/stiri/Cercetare-si-Educatie-Media/NOU-Curs-de-educatie-media-Sa-
descoperim-impreuna-ce-se-afla-in-spatele-stirilor-260.html). The educational package has two main 
components: a component which puts students in the situation to analyze, decode and evaluate news as media 
consumers; a second component, that represents the main educational aspect of the educational package, is the 
involvement of students, divided into groups, to develop a news program. In this situation, the students change their 
role, from media consumers in producers of media messages; in fact in these new roles, as journalists, they can gain 
a better and deeper insight in the production of news; in the same time this analysis of news from different 
perspectives – as consumers versus producers of news – can help students to analyze things from different points of 
view and can stimulate them to be more responsible as news’ consumers. The work begins with the process of 
making and assuming decisions by the students, concerning: the media channel for which they elaborate the news 
(for example, TV, online blog format), the target, the coverage (for example, school life, local community), news 
segments (for example, school life, sports, community events, entertainment, environment, minorities). The process 
of creating news is very complex and includes the following steps: collect information, write the news, practice the 
broadcast (which is recorded for TV or blog), present the result of their activity in class, participate to the evaluation 
of their colleagues’ results. 
Why is the above an example of good practice from a constructivist perspective of the learning process? The 
answer to this question can be presented on different levels: a.) the students assume and practice the role of news 
consumers, a role of everyday life; in too many situations, the consumers, teenagers included, are not aware that 
they are subjects of a process of persuasion and manipulation through mass-media; b.) the students have to create 
news, in fact to solve different problems in the process of the development of a news broadcast and accomplish the 
given task; c.) the students have to make choices for creating the news; d.) the students have to discuss, debate, 
negotiate, cooperate in their group and also with other people with whom they interact in performing their task; 
e.) the students can express their creativity in writing and in presenting the news; f.) the assessment implies the 
use of a rubric; all students participate in the evaluation of their colleagues’ work and are evaluated by their 
colleagues. In this activity, according to the constructivist approach, the process of learning is developed on the 
following: i) connecting new information/experience to old information/experience; ii) the process of cooperation of 
students with their colleagues, with the teacher and with others. Even the teaching environment is changed; the 
computer lab is the instructional frame of this activity and the new media that are used in this activity represent in 
fact a medium of learning. The assessment process is developed in a way which is in agreement with the spirit of the 
constructivist approach; the assessment tool is a rubric, an alternative tool of assessment and not a summative tool. 
Newly developed school based curricula for Social studies also offer the opportunity to design the instructional 
process from a constructivist perspective. For example, the new curriculum on Intercultural education provides the 
opportunity to develop a project (as a local intercultural project or as an intercultural partnership that can be local, 
national or international); almost 1/3 from the time budget can be assigned to the development of such a project; 
the topics can be chosen by the students together with their teacher; these topics can be on local history, on civic 
participation of minorities or immigrants, a concrete problem regarding local intercultural relations or the integration of 
a disadvantaged minority, local personalities who express diversity and cultural interferences, multiple perspectives on 
a historical event etc. The results of these projects, from the category of media products, can be: a website, a video 
game, an online game. In the same category of school based curriculum, we mention the curriculum for Project 
management which also gives the opportunity to involve students to solve real world problems by means of project 
work.  
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These two school based curricula offer another perspective on the process of teaching-learning as they actually are 
real world-based curricula. In a constructivist perspective, these curricula bring added value for the learning process: 
the development of a project involves students in solving complex problems and in the construction of their own 
learning. 
2.4. Challenges for teachers and students in the development of Social Studies activities according to the 
constructivist approach on new media 
There are many challenges for the instructional design when we use a constructivist approach to new media. One 
of the most important challenges is related to the teachers’ skills to use computers as a medium of learning; for 
example, the development of educational software requires either a partnership with an IT expert or the recognition 
of computer related competences. Some other challenges are related to the teachers’ openness, for example: i) to 
design learning as a process which involves students in complex situations of learning; ii) to develop situations of 
learning which involve cooperation; iii) to develop learning situations to put good use on how students learn. Far as 
the students are concerned, the main challenge is to make them adopt a proactive attitude in the process of learning; 
in fact, the instructional design that is made by the teacher can influence this change in the attitude of the students. 
3. Conclusion 
The constructivist approach on education and especially on new media represents a way to develop not only the 
human knowledge but also the school education, although it cannot solve all its problems. On the other hand, it is 
obvious that the nowadays school education cannot be reduced to the use of the traditional instructional model and 
that the constructivist approach represents an alternative model of learning which gives educators many 
opportunities. Our conclusion is that the constructivist approach to new media represents an improved way to use 
new media in the educational process. Thanks to the constructivist approach, the new media can be more than a 
mere instructional tool, they become both content and procedure for students’ learning and by that they renovate the 
methodological framework of nowadays’ Social Studies. 
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